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Introduction 
Female marriage migrants have been a topic of academic interest due to their influence on the 
makeup of South Korean1 society for quite a while. Associated research ranges from the mental 
health of these migrant women to multicultural education to accommodate this change and 
anything and everything in between. Studies inevitably mention how the emphasis on their role 
as wife and mother and reference to their reproductive labour is problematic. However, few 
studies consider how their specific situation on this spectrum influences their reproductive 
rights beyond simply pointing this out. Not acknowledging this more meaningfully leads to a 
gap in research and knowledge as reproductive rights are an important topic in the discourse 
on women’s rights in general and as such is inextricably linked with the fight for gender 
equality. Additionally, this blind spot is remarkable as the reason for female marriage migrants 
joining Korean families and households is foremost their reproductive labour as wives and 
daughters-in-law, with goes hand in hand with the explicit expectation of them becoming 
mothers of Korean children. Furthermore, their position in Korean society is marginalized due 
to them being women, migrants, and often working class.  
Moreover, in the Korean context, them obtaining formal rights and social acceptance mostly 
depends on their reproductive labour and their (capability of) motherhood. The aim of this 
thesis is to take a closer look at this gap and why it is there. I will discuss how reproductive 
rights are referred to in relation to female marriage migrants, how their specific situation in 
Korea complicating their reproductive rights is discussed in related research, and what this 
means for their position as women in Korea. In this thesis I will focus my attention on how the 
expectation of reproductive labour and motherhood entangles with notions of citizenship and 
acceptance, combined with an overview of the discussion on human rights protection and how 
this includes reproductive rights. Ultimately, I aim to highlight an area of interest that will 
contribute to illuminating the complexity of the situation of marriage migrants and might assist 
in closing the gap that exists between the perspectives on female marriage migrants in research 
on the one hand, and the lack of targeted research considering their reproductive rights on the 
other. Due to space constraints, I will examine some but not all aspects of the situation of 
marriage migrants in Korea and how this is reflected in (academic) discussions.  More 
specifically, the following questions will guide this research: Why are reproductive rights not 
included substantially in the debate regarding female marriage migrants in Korea, and how 
does marriage migration complicate the reproductive rights of these migrant  women? Are 
reproductive rights included in the expectation of reproductive labour that is placed on female 
marriage migrants? What is the effect of this expectation on their position as women in Korea? 
 
 
                                                      
1 Henceforth “Korea”.  
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A brief overview of female marriage migration in Korea  
Until recently, immigration in Korea mostly consisted of labour migration, specifically for what 
are called 3-D jobs: dirty, dangerous, and difficult. Migration policies purposely made it difficult 
for labour migrants to stay in Korea for extended periods of time or apply for permanent 
residence2. As such, little to no accommodations were made to facilitate a transition into a 
multicultural society. This changed when transnational marriage migration started to increase 
in the 1990s as a way for rural bachelors3, who had trouble finding a marriage partner 
domestically, to get married and start families. This resulted in targeted policies to combat the 
social issue of rural bachelor marriage crisis and alleviate falling birth rates4. With the 
appearance of commercial broker agencies facilitating these so-called ‘international marriages 
(kukchaekyŏrhon,국제결혼) the number of men from urban areas using their services started 
to increase as well. Common ways of finding marriage partners are the use of commercial 
marriage brokers, through the Unification Church, and introductions from family members who 
married a foreign spouse. The involvement of marriage brokers launched concerns about 
trafficking, both in Korea and in the countries were most female marriage migrants are 
originally from. For example, a second temporary ban on marriages between Cambodian 
women and Korean men due to trafficking concerns was issued in 2010 (Prak, March 20. 2010).  
 
Transnational marriage migration in Korea mostly consists of foreign women marrying Korean 
men, and is characterized by the expectation of reproduction. Initially, this was not seen as an 
issue as most marriage migrants were ethnic Korean women from China (Chosŏnjok, 조선족), 
meaning that the ethnic nation-state was not threatened. This has changed since now most 
marriage migrants are women from countries like Vietnam and the Philippines. This led to 
discourse about Korea becoming a multicultural society, if not by choice then at least through 
the increase in so-called ‘multicultural families’ who produce ‘Kosian’ children5. Concerns 
associated with these children are educational disadvantages, language deficiency, and 
discrimination. This is not without grounds, as the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family 
                                                      
2 Regulations differ depending on which industry and skill level applies to the labour migrant, but include 
restrictions on period of residence and extension of this period, and the ability to switch workplaces. Additionally, 
sending countries have to adhere to annual quota of the number of workers allowed to work in Korea (Kim, 
Andrew Eungi 2009).   
3 Rural bachelors having difficulties with finding a Korean spouse is often framed as Korean women preferring men 
with a higher status and income, and comfortable city life over a rural existence filled with hardships. This 
overlooks factors like urbanization, industrialization, and rural-urban migration of both men and women which has 
been going on for decades and has led to depopulation of rural areas (Kim Minjeong, 2014).  
4 The use of migration and international marriages to combat Korea’s declining birth rates and increasing aging 
population has been criticized as being unsustainable and insufficient (Song Hyŏng-Chu, 2015).  
5 A combination of the words ‘Korean’ and ‘Asian’, reflecting their ethnic heritage (Kim, Andrew Eungi 2009, 85). 
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reported that a survey had shown that the number of children from multicultural families 
experiencing discrimination and violence at school had increased (Pak Ta-hee, 2 May. 2019).  
Another area of concern regarding international marriages is domestic abuse, with several 
cases of severe physical abuse, sometimes with fatal results, making headlines in Korea. This 
has led to reassessment of immigration law6.  
 
Citizenship, reproductive labour, and reproductive rights 
In the following section, I will discuss the expectation of reproductive labour from female 
marriage migrants, how this influences the acquirement of formal and informal citizenship, and 
how this is connected to motherhood. 
 
Introduction to reproductive labour and reproductive rights  
Reproductive labour and reproductive rights intersect and influence each other, but are also 
separate concepts. Reproductive labour can be interpreted as all labour related to domestic, 
“intimate” work, and is often gendered as feminine and regarded as low-status. This intimate 
work7 includes, but is not limited to, domestic work like cleaning and taking care of children as 
a profession as well as in the private sphere, and sex work.  
Reproductive labour is a topic that is important in women’s studies and migration studies, and 
as such is a topic of research in relation to gendered migration patterns. Reproductive rights are 
the rights to decide if and when to get pregnant, and the right to safe pregnancy and delivery. 
These rights are closely linked with bodily autonomy and the right to self-determination (Kim et 
al. 2017). In short, reproductive rights are the rights to control one’s own body and make 
reproductive choices independently and free of coercion and obstruction. It is important to be 
aware of the fact that reproductive rights, and the right to abortion in particular, are an integral 
part of women’s rights movements and feminist activism globally. Studies on migration, 
                                                      
6 After a video surfaced of a Korean man abusing his Vietnamese wife in front of their two-year-old child an 
amendment to the immigration control law was announced. The revision will prohibit men with a criminal record 
of domestic violence irrespective of when this occurred, men who have been sentenced for sexual crimes against 
children within the past ten years, and men who had been incarcerated during that same period of time from 
inviting foreign women to Korea with the aim of getting married. The revision is expected to take effect in October, 
2020 (Lamb, 11 Oct. 2019). 
7 More recently, the notion of intimate labour has been added to the concept of reproductive labour. Intimate 
labour has a different nuance from reproductive labour due to its focus on intimacy and the commodification of 
intimacy; physical, mental, and emotional closeness like touch, familiarity, and knowledge of personal information. 
Intimate labour occurs within and outside the home, and unpaid and paid labour (Parreñas and Boris 2010), as is 
also the case with reproductive labour. In the case of the book edited Parreñas and Boris, the focus was on paid 
forms of intimate labour like sex work and care for the elderly, and when it involved migration on labour 
migration,  which is different from the topic of this thesis.  
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particularly female migrants, tend to focus on the reproductive labour these women perform 
but do not question and interrogate their reproductive rights and how these rights are treated. 
 
The reproductive labour female marriage migrants provide ties in with patriarchal and 
traditional notions of family and the gendered expectations of women. Scholars have written 
about the ways increasing globalization changes perspectives on reproductive labour. One of 
the concepts explaining this is the ‘commodification of intimacy’. The commodification of 
intimacy is the concept of treating intimacy and intimate relations as being an item on the 
(global and capitalist) market, often in connection to migration (Constable 2009, 50). This 
concept is regularly used in research on female migrants who work in the domestic labour and 
sex work sector as well as marriage migrants. Constable challenges the idea of these migrants 
as being without agency and victims of trafficking, arguing that female migrants display “subtle 
and complex forms of power and agency”  and protest within the structures that limit and 
disempower them (Constable 2009, 56).  However, a marginalized position does not mean that 
female marriage migrants have no agency, or are victims who do not resist or act within the 
space of reproductive labour. Migrant women negotiate and act within the structures that limit 
them, and actively resist them as well. In the view of Constable there is a need for research to 
go beyond the agent-victim binary and advocates research centring on commodification and 
intimacy rather than on separate topics of for example marriage and sex work (2009). However,  
when it comes to the reproductive rights of marriage migrant women, commodification of 
intimacy is an important and apparent issue due to the regular involvement of marriage 
brokers8, but it is not the only factor exerting pressure on marriage migrants to have children. 
Their reproductive capacity is not just expected because their in-laws have contracted a womb 
or what can be considered a human incubator, but because the migrant women entered a 
patriarchal family system in which reproduction is their duty and responsibility towards the 
family as good wives and daughters-in-law.  
Additionally, in the case of Korea international marriage migration does not only have the goal 
of importing wives and daughters, but also has the explicit purpose of alleviating a statistical 
crisis, namely the declining birth rate. Therefore it is important to study topics and situations 
which involve the commodification of intimacy and their respective contextual factors as well 
as researching commodification of intimacy in general. Moving away from “narrow ‘area 
studies’ approaches toward border crossing topics” (Constable 2009, 58) in this case would 
mean losing specificity which is needed as it illuminates a topic that has been underdeveloped 
in research on marriage migration and reproductive labour: reproductive rights of marriage 
migrants and how those are dealt with.   
                                                      
8 The way their migration is facilitated is often through broker agencies, and men can apply for financial aid to help 
them with successfully securing an international marriage (Kim Hyun Mee 2007, 110), making it a literal 
transaction. 
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Migration complicates the debate on and interpretation of reproductive rights, but research on 
the subject usually focuses on citizens rather than migrants. The need for specific research is 
especially clear in the case of marriage migrants as they usually are not naturalized citizens 
before becoming mothers of Korean citizens, which is complicated by the fact that most of 
these migrants’ rights (including naturalisation) depend on their reproductive activity to at least 
some degree as will be discussed in later paragraphs.  
So while the protection of maternity should include the choice whether or not to have children 
without being coerced in any way to either option (Irving 2008, 212), the above overview has 
shown that this is hardly the case for marriage migrants who experience pressure from several 
fronts9 within the context of Korean social expectations and governmental practices.  
One of the topics Mottier (2013) discusses is reproductive agency and state intervention and 
control. She poses that while women are often at the centre of discussions related to 
reproduction as such (birth control, single parenthood, etc.), intrinsically tying it to women’s 
bodies and ownership of their bodies, this does not mean that reproduction and reproductive 
agency are the exclusive domain of women; they are just seen as such, and historically this 
hasn’t always been the case. For women10 “women’s affiliation to the national body passes via 
their reproductive agency: their duty toward the national collectivity is as citizen-mothers, 
generating and raising the children that will form the future nation.” (Mottier 2013, 18). This 
perspective can lead to concerns about improving the national race and even result in state-
sanctioned eugenic practices and policies. These mostly affect women through targeted 
sterilization of those “deviating from the social norms of female respectability, in particular in 
terms of their sexual morality”. (Mottier 2013, 221), while other citizens are encouraged to 
reproduce.  
Access to and decision-making power on abortion is an important marker for gender equality 
and women’s rights. It is also a right that women’s movements fight for as it is connected to 
freedom and agency over reproductive choices. Mottier states that “The right to refuse a 
husband’s sexual demands thus became an important political claim of late nineteenth-century 
women’s movements, in a historical and legal context that promoted the sexual submission of 
women within marriage.” (Mottier 2013, 224) This combined a view of male sexuality as 
“aggressive and predatory” (Mottier 2013, 224) and female sexuality as “driven by reproductive 
instincts rather than sexual lust” (Mottier 2013, 224). For the purpose of this thesis it suffices to 
state that this echoes how the sexuality of marriage migrant women is in most encompassing 
literature largely reduced to their reproductive capacity, rather than sex and sexuality being a 
                                                      
9 This is not to deny that marriage migrants might want to have children themselves, but this specific group of 
women does experience excessive expectations on the topic as set out in the Korean context.  
10 For the sake of accuracy, those perceived to be women, trans men, and people who do not identify as women 
but can get pregnant are not explicitly referred to in Mottier’s study. 
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part of a marriage and being owned by the individual regardless of whether it results in children 
or not and regardless of (social) pressure or social circumstances.  
 
Exploring this further, Kim Ch’ae-yun and Kim Yong-hwa (2017) argue that reproductive rights 
are not just essential to women’s right to self-determination, but that women being able to 
decide when and if they get pregnant will highlight women’s rights to bodily autonomy and that 
it will help with breaking stereotypes about women and pregnancy11. She argues that the 
current judicial system, which claims to be ‘genderblind’, is actually taking a male point of view 
which discriminates against women on the basis of motherhood and is focused on low birth-
rates while overlooking gender-specific topics and broader social implications of the maternal 
death rate and female health. As a direct result of this gender bias in the judicial system, the 
subordination of women is reinforced and the specific needs (not just rights) that women have 
when it comes to reproductive rights are ignored. Because of this, they argue that a complete 
reform of the judicial system is needed and a change in attitude from the general population 
towards sexuality and reproductive rights. Although marriage is not mentioned as such, it is 
safe to assume that reproductive rights should be taken into account in marital relationships as 
well due to the references to family planning and pregnancies outside of marriage. However, 
Kim Ch’ae-yun and Kim Yong-hwa do not mention marriage migrants specifically, but rather 
takes a broad approach criticizing the judicial system which uses ideas about duty and 
traditional gender roles to turn women into instruments to mitigate or end the low birth rate, 
and arguing for the inclusion of different reproductive rights.12 Interestingly, she does mention 
support for couples unable to have children because the cost of fertility treatment is a burden 
to them. This places reproductivity and fertility of (married) heterosexual couples within the 
scope of the right to decide on when and if to have children and to be supported in these 
choices.  
 
Female marriage migrants and citizenship 
When looking at research specifically dealing with the citizenship of marriage migrants, the 
connection to reproductive labour is clear. Two concepts of citizenship are especially relevant 
to female marriage migrants: reproductive citizenship on the one hand and maternal citizenship 
on the other. Both concepts revolve around the nuclear family and reproduction. Additionally, 
both concepts regard reproductive labour as a way to demonstrate contributions to society and 
be awarded (social) benefits such as rights, respectability and belonging in return. Where 
reproductive citizenship is more focused on literal reproduction (offspring) and the fulfilment of 
their reproductive roles as wife, daughter-in-law and mother, maternal citizenship is more 
                                                      
11 For example negative attitudes towards single (unwed) parents (Kim et al. 2017).  
12 Rights such as the right to decide on getting pregnant or not, the right to contraception, the right to abortion, 
and the right to safe pregnancy and childbirth (Kim Ch’ae-yun and Kim Yong-hwa 2017). 
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focused on qualitive dimensions of motherhood. Maternal citizenship has a clear link to and is 
dependent on the quality of mothering and how successful that endeavour is13 and essentially 
requires migrant women to become good Korean mothers as opposed to good mothers in a 
general sense (Lee et al. 2015).  
Turner argues that while marriage and reproduction are typically seen as belonging to the 
personal sphere of influence, “the state has a very clear public interest in these private 
decisions, because the future of the population and the society depends on them” (Turner 
2008, 45). Due to populations aging everywhere, which endangers the continuance of the 
nation and has economic repercussions, importance is laid on fertility and heterosexual 
reproduction. Turner argues that public policy of modern states is increasingly taking this into 
its framework of relevant policies and programmes due to declining birth rates. This again sets 
the emphasis on the nuclear family which results from heterosexual marriage, making 
reproduction the “desired outcome of marriage” (Turner 2008, 47). He connects reproductive 
rights less so with a woman’s individual rights to self-determination, defining it as “the right to 
choose one’s sexual partner without undue restraint with the intention of reproducing, and 
having a child whose own chances of survival are not compromised. Reproductive rights are 
associated with the notion that reproduction is an aspect of healthy living” (Turner 2008, 52).  
 
As can be concluded from the above discussion, it is important to be aware  that the concept of 
reproductive citizenship is connected to patriarchal notions of family, meaning heterosexual 
and reproductive marriage, and the process of nation building, and related legislation makes 
reference to who are allowed to reproduce and under what conditions14. Marriage and 
reproduction are generally considered to be private affairs, but the public policy of modern 
states is increasingly concerned with heterosexual reproduction due to declining birth rates 
(Turner 2008). The state’s expectation of heterosexual reproduction expressed through public 
policy is not solely placed on women, as marriage and fathering children is also considered to 
be a duty of Korean men in order to continue the patriarchal family line and to confirm their 
heterosexuality to the outside world (Kim Minjeong 2014). Still, for female marriage migrants 
there is the absolute necessity of reproducing to legitimize their presence in and belonging to 
the nation.  
                                                      
13The notion of maternal citizenship is applicable to Korean women as well, see for example Abelmann and Kim’s 
account of a Korean woman’s attempt to secure an international marriage for her disabled son, which she believed 
would grant her maternal citizenship in return (2005).  
14 The emphasis and encouragement through policies and laws on good citizens being “properly procreative” is 
reiterated by Roseneil et al. (2013, 903), but they do not take into account the context of marriage migration, 
particularly as it occurs in Korea. For female marriage migrants, who are not naturalized citizens when they enter a 
marriage with a Korean citizen, policies and programmes are not so much encouraging them to have children but 
rather oblige them to do so in order to obtain citizenship.  
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Based on this necessity it is safe to conclude that marriage migrants’ citizenship is largely 
maternal and reproductive, with the naturalization process of marriage migrants depending on 
this as well. So what we see is that while it is acknowledged and noted that citizenship is 
maternal, that is to say based on literal reproduction, reproductive rights as such are not picked 
up as an independent factor. What became clear out of examined studies is that although 
(implied) reproductive rights are deemed important they are not given centre stage in studies 
on (maternal) citizenship and migration. Policies are looked at and examined through what kind 
of gender roles and ideals these policies ascribe to migrant women15. The surest way to Korean 
citizenship for female  marriage migrants is motherhood, specifically giving birth to and raising 
Korean children. This makes motherhood a very gendered form of achieving rights. It is also 
why there had not been an attempt at transitioning into a multicultural society before marriage 
migration became more common as migrant workers are temporary residents16, while marriage 
migrants become part of Korean families structurally and are even ensuring the continuation 
and facilitating the making of them.  As such, the citizenship of marriage migrants is based on 
gendered reproductive factors. Although reproductive rights in relation to citizenship are 
mostly overlooked, it is clearly important because female marriage migrants’ citizenship is 
reproductive and maternal, hence it falls in the realm of reproductive rights and related 
infringements. It is also an area which deals with reproduction and related legislation as an 
influential factor on human interactions. Reproductive rights, however, are not explicitly given 
their fair share in in studies on the topic.  
 
Citizenship and the importance of motherhood 
What is different from Korean women, for whom the narrative of being a good mother and 
good wife is also way to attain citizenship and status, is that marriage migrants are new 
members of the Korean community by way of migration and hence directly enter the Korean 
family from the outside. Unlike Korean women, most female marriage migrants cannot rely on 
their ethnicity as a way to proof their ‘worthiness’ of their membership of society. And since 
they are wives and daughters-in-law their way to publicly and privately legitimize their place in 
said society and attain citizenship is through fulfilling their reproductive duties to both their 
Korean families and the Korean state: birthing and raising Korean children who will safeguard 
and continue the patrilineal family lines and mitigate potential (economic) downfall by 
alleviating falling birth-rates. It is established that marriage migrants typically engage in 
reproductive labour, hence affirming traditional gender roles and catering to societal gendered 
expectations more often than Korean women (Kim-Bossard 2017, 95). 
 
                                                      
15 This lens clearly says something about gender equality, but reproductive rights play a minor in related analyses 
(Cheng 2011).  
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In her research, Kim-Bossard makes a direct connection between marriage migrants and the 
reproductive labour they provide within their marriage and how this should be considered as 
being cultural labour as well. She argues that this labour is performed to satisfy “Korean 
cultural discourses about being mothers, wives, and members of families” through “the labor of 
birthing and mothering “Korean“ children and by maintaining relationships with Korean in-
laws” (Kim-Bossard 2017, 92). She uses the term marriage-labour immigrant  families to 
highlight that  “marriage immigration is a form of and a vehicle for labor, fulfilling the desire 
articulated by cultural discourses, such as a submissive wife and a filial daughter-in-law” (Kim-
Bossard 2017, 92). It suffices to state that in general marriage-labour immigration can be 
regarded as an instrument for the fulfilment of marriage-related duties and as a means to 
lighten the burden on domestic women to fulfil these obligations and expectations17. 
 
In addition to their cultural and reproductive labour, migrant women are thought to literally 
produce a new kind of Korean citizen that will benefit Korea’s place in the global economy. Kim-
Bossard points out very clearly that on the one hand immigrants in general, but particularly 
marriage migrants, are a threat to the homogeneousness of Korea, but in their capability as 
mothers are regarded as “a target for the national endeavour to ensure that the children can 
compete in the global economy” (Kim-Bossard 2017, 93). However, this idea that the children 
of marriage migrants are somehow better equipped to excel in the global economy because 
they are ‘multicultural’ and bilingual18, clashes with the  perceived inability of marriage 
migrants (and by extension their children as well) to perform and pass on ‘Koreanness’ 
correctly. This idea of so-called ‘Kosians’ also implies that raising ‘proper’ Korean children as 
well as multicultural children as an effective  workforce targeting the global economy is 
somehow mutually exclusive, setting marriage migrants and their families up for failure19.  
Equally important to mention is that female marriage migrants are actually expected to literally 
produce a new kind of workforce: one that is supposedly well-equipped to participate in and 
contribute to a globalizing economy due to their multi-ethnic heritage and supposedly 
multicultural upbringing. Combining the two, it is safe to state there is not just an explicit 
                                                      
17 “Marriage-labor immigration facilitates and guarantees the fulfilment of exiting values and customs by supplying 
substitutes who can fulfil the cultural and discursive demands in society and by alleviating the pressure of 
household responsibilities felt by women in developed countries” (Parreñas as cited in Kim-Bossard 2017, 93). 
18 Many marriage migrants feel pressured not to speak their native language with their children to prevent them 
from speaking inadequate Korean or to prevent conflict with their in-laws, and as  a result not all children are 
raised bilingually. Other women teach their children at least some of their native language as a way to connect 
with their heritage or to give them an advantage in the globalizing economy (Lee et al. 2015). 
19Issues such as educational disadvantages and delays in language acquisition are raised frequently, as is 
discrimination based on their multi-ethnic background. Moreover, the idea that multi-ethnic children would 
somehow be inherently more equipped to actively participate and effectively contribute to a globalized economy 
is problematic at best.  
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expectation of reproduction of Korean citizens, but a more implicit burden of additionality in 
reproducing that only marriage migrants can fulfil as ethnic and cultural foreigners20. This 
means increased pressure on the reproduction of multicultural families and especially of 
marriage migrants. We therefore need to examine how these social explicit and implicit 
expectations can be interpreted, referencing economic factors and the global market.  
 
Citizenship and legal status 
The legal status of female marriage migrants is based on being a dependent of their Korean 
husband in a traditional form of the family, as is these women’s gateway to obtaining rights 
because their application has to be formally supported by their husband. This support is quite 
literal, as the women have to be accompanied by their husband when applying for 
naturalization or a visa extension as a fidelity guarantee (Kim Hyun Mee 2012, 213). What is 
most important to this study is that it clearly demonstrates that there is an official 
governmental expectation of reproduction21. This expectation is besides the one of giving birth 
to children from their Korean families.  It is not an exaggeration to state that because of this, 
legislation regarding marriage migrants is drafted around the needs of multicultural families 
and even advocating for the reproductive labour of marriage migrants in these families. This is 
stressed by the availability of language courses and cultural courses for example. If we look 
beyond legal factors, multicultural citizenship is also gendered because marriage migrants are 
expected to assimilate into Korean culture, or at least perform ‘Koreanness’ in their capacity as 
wives, daughters-in-law, and mothers22. Having children and raising them according to Korean 
social and cultural expectations is part of this because they are supposed to fit the traditional 
model of a Korean family. There is another complicating element worth mentioning regarding 
the statement that citizenship is gendered, being that legal citizenship is an important factor in 
obtaining child custody in case of divorce, making it hard to decline naturalization in order to 
gain maternal rights (Kim Minjeong 2013, 471) and making marriage migrants even more 
dependent on their male husbands and their own reproductive capabilities.   
 
It is important to look at this a bit more closely. Kim Hyun Mee (2012) points out that the 
Regulations of the International Marriage Brokerage Act ultimately protects “the ‘consumer 
                                                      
20 The contrasts with the situation in Taiwan, where female marriage migrants are perceived as “unfit mothers who 
fail to carry on the duty of reproducing the nation biologically and culturally” while at the same time being seen as 
more fertile than Taiwanese women (Lan 2008, 843). 
21 Marriage migrants’ entry into Korea started to be explained officially as a way of alleviating the low birth-rate in 
2006 (Kim Hyun Mee 2012, 209).  
22 This is part of the reason why female marriage migrants can face backlash for their desire to work, regardless of 
whether this stems from wanting to send money home to their family or because of the financial situation of their 
Korean families, because this is considered to be detrimental to the development of their children and thus would 
cause them to ‘fail’ as a mother (Kim-Bossard 2017, 99). 
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rights’ of Korean men instead of protecting migrant women from false information and 
preventing breakdowns in marriages” (2012, 211). Additionally, the Multicultural Family 
Support Law uses a narrow expectation of the life cycle of marriage migrants as its reference 
frame; such as early years of migration, family forming stage namely pregnancy, birth stage, 
child-raising stage and the stage of re-entering the labour market, which is based on that of 
Korean middle-class women23 (Kim Hyun Mee 2012, 212). Policies which deal with migrant 
women, which are in fact often multicultural policies focused on the family rather than on 
women themselves, are rooted in a ‘patriarchal family-oriented welfare model’ (Kim Hyun Mee 
2012, 214). The policies require domesticity and reproduction in return for (the option of) 
naturalization and exclude those who fail to conform to this gendered ideal (Cheng, 2011, 
1641). The above makes clear that legislation centred on multiculturalism and multicultural 
policies are not solely for the benefit of marriage migrants, and reduce them to instruments for 
the family and reproduction. Additionally, these policies are not concerned at all with their 
human rights24. It is only  centred on reproductive responsibilities, not on (safeguarding) 
reproductive rights. Hence, multicultural policies show a limited view of what marriage 
migrants can do and who they can be or become. This means that these policies are based on 
traditional gender roles, which are patriarchal. Additionally, it is the marriage migrants who are 
expected to become multicultural on an individual level, not their Korean families. So it could 
be said that “‘multiculturalism’ could also mean the stability and authenticity of Korean 
families, culture and society” (Cheng 2011, 1640), and by doing so misplacing the part ‘multi’ in 
the context of the policies and their application.   
 
In her work, Kim Minjeong (2013) stresses the ethnicized maternal citizenship of marriage 
migrants and how this is reflected in citizenship projects offered by the government, such as 
language classes, and how marriage migrants themselves interact with the focus on 
motherhood. Maternal citizenship considers motherhood to be at the foundation of  women’s 
political and social rights (Kim Minjeong 2013,  457). For female marriage migrants in Korea, 
their reproductive labour potential as well as their formed  familial ties to Korean citizens as 
                                                      
23 It is unlikely that this is a coincidence as mothering and associated activities (help with schoolwork, 
extracurricular activities, nutrition, etc.) is emphasised for all Korean women, but especially expected of middle-
class housewives. Additionally, some migrant women mention that they feel inadequate when comparing 
themselves to Korean mothers as they are unable to meet the same mothering standards as Korean middle-class 
mothering practices are different from those in their native countries and they are often limited in time and 
financial resources (Lee et al. 2015).  
24 Kim  does, however, note that “migrant women’s human rights protection and domestic violence issues are not 
properly dealt with” (Kim Hyun Mee 2012, 212) in relation to the Multicultural Family Support Law and related 
services and programmes, but does not elaborate further on why this is the case or what this says about how the 
human rights of marriage migrants are treated.  
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wives and mothers shapes and contextualizes their social citizenship, making it maternal (Kim 
Minjeong 2013, 457). This is reflected in the citizenship projects offered by multicultural family 
support centres, which mostly offer support in areas related to (maternal) reproductive labour 
which in turn emphasize and support the women’s dedicated role as (Korean) cultural 
reproducers. This once more reflects traditional gender roles and the women’s dependency on 
their husbands, ultimately reinforcing a hierarchical relationship between the marriage 
migrants and their Korean family particularly enlarging their dependence upon their 
husbands.(Kim Minjeong 2013).  Even more importantly, motherhood was the most important 
factor in deciding to apply for naturalization and potentially obtaining the Korean nationality. 
By changing their legal citizenship, marriage migrants demonstrate their allegiance and 
strengthen the (biological) ties to their new families and the state they immigrated to (Kim 
Minjeong 2013, 470). This also demonstrates that for the women themselves motherhood is an 
important factor in making decisions on where to place themselves in Korean society, since 
naturalization is an evident marker of belonging. Another reason for applying Korean 
nationality is that by attaining naturalization, marriage migrants are awarded maternal rights of 
their children in case of divorce which plays a prominent role in this decision as well (Kim 
Minjeong 2013, Choo Hae Yeon 2013).  
 
On the other hand, one has to take into account that attaining citizenship is not the same as 
claiming a Korean identity (Kim Minjeong 2013).  However, motherhood does shape and inform 
their identity, as it is one of the key reasons for requesting naturalization25 and why the women 
appreciate the offered citizenship projects. Additionally, participating in these projects 
demonstrates commitment on their behalf to their husbands and families26.  Moreover, 
acquisition of legal citizenship signifies acceptance of marriage migrants as Korean mothers and 
is part of their role as such (Lee et al. 2015, 418). Additionally, Kim focuses on mothering 
practices and support for this, with the added dimension of how this influences (the willingness 
for) attaining naturalization. For now it suffices to stress that it is not questioned that there will 
be children, only mentioned that if there are no children this would pose a problem both in 
belonging and naturalization, but also in the relevance of the programmes offered to female 
marriage migrants in support centres. So reproductive rights as a separate perspective in the 
spectrum on maternal citizenship do not play a significant role in her analysis. This is also 
because it is about maternal citizenship for which reproduction is required, which in the case of 
                                                      
25 “Both Filipinas and their Korean husbands consider having children (especially sons) to be irrefutable grounds for 
the wife to change her legal citizenship, which demonstrates that the women’s biological tie to their children, as 
well as to their husband and the state, becomes the essential base for their citizenship.” (Kim Minjeong 2013, 470). 
26 The same can be said for Taiwan, migrant wives can use motherhood as a strategy to show their commitment to 
their Taiwanese family, while their husbands and in-laws believe it will prevent them from running away as well as 
showing their commitment to the marriage (Lan 2008, 849). 
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marriage migrants is complicated by the women being foreigners; the cultural heritage they are 
supposed to pass on to their children differs from their own, presenting a conflict between 
biological and cultural reproduction (Kim Minjeong 2013).  
 
The specific focus on maternal roles and reproductive labour in both policies and offered 
programmes at governmental support centres limits marriage migrants to the gendered roles of 
traditional femininity and maternal citizenship. Additionally, it excludes those women who do 
not have, do not want, or might not be able to have children. As laid out by Mottier (2013), the 
urge to reproduce is regarded has been regarded as an inherint feminine trait since the 
nineteenth century, and it is easy to notice that this still plays a role in how women and their 
reproductive capabilities are viewed. It is important to stress the fact that a focus on 
reproductivity in general, also outside of legislation, is not the same as ensuring the protection 
and enactment of reproductive rights as the focus seems to be only on responsibilities. 
 
There has been a tendency to not just focus research on analysing policy and legislation, but 
also to offer suggestions for improving them. While this is important as application of  policies 
and legislation have real impacts on the lives and rights of migrant women, to stop at the policy 
level is to deny the context of marriage migrants complexity because the policies are limited in 
their scope. We need to go beyond this limited scope as the policies, even with improvements, 
still do not sufficiently take into account reproductive rights but centre on reproductive 
responsibilities and take the Korean family as reference, not the women who are the subject of 
the policies. 
Reproductive rights are increasingly becoming an issue in the international literature on 
international marriage and marriage migrants, but the specific situation and both academic and 
general debate regarding marriage migrants in Korea has not really picked up this subject.  
 
Summary of findings 
Although reproduction is considered to be a private affair, states influence this through public 
policy with the goal to stimulate population growth. This puts the heterosexual nuclear family 
centre stage, and emphasises fertility and the resulting reproduction from these unions. In the 
case of female marriage migrants in Korea this is complicated by virtue of them being migrants. 
Increased feminization of migration includes the commodification of intimacy, which is mostly 
applied to foreign domestic workers and sex workers, but to marriage migrants as well. Due to 
the specific situation in Korea, which emphasizes reproduction not just on the basis of migrant 
women entering a patriarchal family system but also from a statistical perspective, research 
using this concept in conjunction with the specific circumstances of marriage migration in Korea 
is needed.  Additionally, it will bring new insights into how the reproductive rights of female 
marriage migrants are regarded and dealt with in this context.  
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The citizenship of female marriage migrants is inextricably connected with the expectation of 
their reproductive labour and place in the nuclear family as wives, daughters-in-law, and 
mothers. This means that their citizenship is reproductive and maternal. The expectation of 
reproductive labour and reproduction is made by both the Korean in-laws of female marriage 
migrants and the Korean state for slightly different reasons. The in-laws expect the fulfilment of 
the role of a traditional Korean wife, which involves being a good mother who raises Korean 
children to protect the continuation of the family line. The Korean state regards female 
marriage migrants as an integral part of alleviating declining birth rates, encouraging the 
formation of multicultural families. Multicultural families, in turn, are thought to produce a new 
kind of Korean citizen. These children are assumed to be uniquely equipped to excel in the 
global marketplace due to their assumed multicultural and bilingual background. This bypasses 
how migrant mothers are expected to raise proper Korean children in accordance with social 
and cultural expectations and how policies and support programmes are mostly aimed at 
helping them with this endeavour. This ties the citizenship of female marriage migrants to 
gendered reproductive factors and the quality of their (cultural) mothering practices. However, 
studies on reproductive rights usually do not explicitly include migration as a factor in their 
analysis, overlooking the right to decide on having children without coercion and/or pressure to 
do so. State intervention of reproductive rights potentially limits rights to self-determination, 
but this is usually discussed regarding the domestic (female) population, not female migrants. 
The specific situation of female marriage migrants depends on reproduction to such a degree 
that this should be researched in more detail and included in studies on the reproductive rights 
of women in Korea in general.  
 
Another issue is the way legal status and rights are dependent on being the wife of their Korean 
husband and their motherhood of Korean children. In order to apply for extended residency 
and naturalization, marriage migrants need to be physically accompanied by their husbands for 
the application to be accepted. Additionally, naturalization is an important factor in the 
decision-making process of obtaining child custody in case of divorce, which means that 
maternal rights are dependent on naturalization. Furthermore, they can only receive support 
through the Welfare Protection Law for Parents if they have children with a Korean father (Kim 
Hyun Mee 2007, 109). On the other hand, having children is a strong motivation for female 
marriage migrants to apply for naturalization in the first place as a marker of belonging (Kim 
Minjeong 2013, 470).  
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Human rights,  human rights protection, and reproductive rights 
Human rights protection is often discussed in relation to female marriage migrants. This can be 
explained through the frequent occurrence of domestic violence against these women and the 
policy focus on these issues. However, as I will discuss in the following section, human rights 
protection is narrowly defined and rarely includes the protection of reproductive rights.  
 
Domestic violence and reproductive rights 
When discussing the protection of human rights as related to women in general27 and female 
marriage migrants, the main focus is the protection from domestic violence. Unfortunately, 
domestic violence is a frequently occurring issue in international marriages. Its occurrence is 
often explained as a consequence of international marriages being arranged through 
commercial broker agencies, which means the involvement of payment, which in turn leads to 
an unequal relationship between the couple (Jeong Do-Hee 2012) from the beginning of the 
marriage. Additionally, the involvement of a financial transaction means that the nature of the 
marriages themselves is seen as a human rights infringement related to human trafficking (Lee, 
2014).  
Most studies on domestic violence propose changes to related legislation (Jeong Do-Hee 2012; 
Lee Mu-Seon 2014), which means that research is confined to the scope of these legislations 
which are mostly written from a law-enforcing and protection perspective. Related legislation is 
centred on multicultural families, human trafficking, and marriage broker agencies. Based on 
this focus one can conclude that not only the definition of human rights protection is very 
narrow and that it does not centre marriage migrants as individual human beings. For example 
Jeong (2012) approaches human rights protection from the angle of Korea becoming a 
multicultural society: marriage migrants should be protected because they are part of 
multicultural families, not because they should be protected as individual women. Proposed 
legislation improvements are improvements in the areas of nationality, business operations at 
marriage broker agencies, prevention of human trafficking, and punishment for domestic 
violence offenders, (Jeong Do-Hee 2012), but still don’t concern themselves with the 
reproductive rights of migrant women, or again their rights as individuals beyond the 
(multicultural) family.  
Other studies look at laws from the perspective of human rights, and  many bring up the 
transactional nature and inherent power imbalance of international marriages due to the 
financial involvement of marriage brokers and human rights infringements because of domestic 
abuse (Ahn Jean 2013; Jeong Do-Hee 2012; Lee Mu-Seon 2014). Here, the concept of 
                                                      
27 Kim Hee-Kang criticizes how the discussion on women’s rights was essentially reduced to the issue of violence 
against women after the nineties but does not include marriage migrants in her discussion(2009).  
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commodification of intimacy can be used to explain how and why this involvement can and 
often does result in a hierarchical relationship between marriage migrants and their Korean in-
laws. If we take a look at the way foreign women have been marketed by marriage broker 
agencies, two things are emphasized: how these women make good wives because they are 
good, family-oriented, and innocent, and how they are a good investment because refunds are 
guaranteed and they will not run away (Lee Hyunok 2014, 1254). As pointed out by Lee Hyunok 
(2014, 1255), this does not so much concern the commodification of individual women, but the 
commodification of a very specific group of women  
 
As spouses of citizens and mothers of children who hold the Korean nationality, marriage 
migrants in Korea are protected by national health laws in their capacity as a mother (Ahn Jean 
2013, 65). This means that these are rights are purely obtained through reproduction and their 
relation to Korean men (husbands). An notes that there is an effort to accommodate marriage 
migrants at least with the protection of their maternal rights and the protection of  their 
reproductive rights, contrasting with the current treatment of female labour migrants (2013, 
66). So while marriage migrants do receive some additional measures of protection, this does 
not extend to them as individuals but remains based on their role as wives to Korean men and 
mothers to Korean children instead. It can be argued that legal protection on an individual basis 
still needs to be guaranteed in other areas besides health laws or policies centred on family 
structure to ensure that Korea becomes a true multicultural society (Ahn Jean 2013, 70).  
 
A study that does dive into the reproductive rights of marriage migrants specifically is Lee Hwa-
Seon’s research on the reproductive rights of female marriage migrants in Korea through the 
lens of legislation and (legislative treatment of) human rights (2012). Lee’s research shows that 
there are very few laws and policies that deal directly with female marriage migrants and their 
reproductive rights. The laws and policies that are linked to marriage migrants revolve around 
their Korean family instead of the women themselves. Policies that are applicable centre 
around pregnancy or childbirth and childrearing, but forego once more the protection of the 
reproductive rights of these mothers.  
Lee’s research is very valuable as it focuses on the reproductive rights of marriage migrants. 
The study is a good starting point to see what had already been done up until that point in time 
and the perspective this material takes on female marriage migrants. Still, the study has its 
limitations as it does not go beyond the scope of legal principles from a general human rights 
perspective, which is quite common in studies on female marriage migrants in Korea, and it 
stays confined to legislation, legal principles, and human rights. Additionally, the way marriage 
migrants themselves think about their reproductive rights and experience their limitations are 
not discussed. Lee offers us a solid base by examining the legal principles and legislation that 
are relevant to marriage migrants and how these relate to their reproductive rights. But there is 
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a lot more research to be done on this specific angle and on reproductive rights of marriage 
migrants in general. After all, legislation does not make up the full scope of the reality of a 
person’s life and how they relate to reproductive rights. Additionally, reproductive rights are 
not just purely related to physical factors (stopping pregnancy, health, pregnancy as a function 
of women’s bodies), but include the individual choice to reproduce or not to reproduce. This is 
mentioned, although briefly, in relation to the right to self-determination and women’s rights, 
but stays relatively  underexposed since legislation does not really regard this as an issue it 
needs to tackle and protect.  
The focus is on the (reproductive) health of women and their children, especially when it 
concerns human rights. While the importance of protecting the reproductive rights of migrant 
women in their totality is mentioned, including for example the right to choice and 
contraception, and it is suggested that an international legislative system is needed in order to 
do so (Lee Hwa-Seon 2012, 217), the focus on these human rights means that other topics like 
the influence of hierarchical power relations on the reproductive rights of marriage migrants 
are not examined any further.   
An important observation to make is that Lee mentions that while healthcare laws are 
applicable to marriage migrants, there is nothing that is tailored to their specific situation.  As 
such Lee concludes that centring the (nuclear) family and policies regarding giving birth and 
childrearing is truly limiting from a human rights perspective and that migrant women are not 
guaranteed the full scope of reproductive rights.  As such, other aspects of reproductive rights, 
like the right to decision making and (particularly) the right to self-determination , should be 
protected as well (Lee Hwa-Seon 2012, 230). All things considered, this study is a small but 
significant step into incorporating reproductive rights of female marriage migrants into human 
rights-related research on the topic. 
 
Another form of intimate partner abuse related to the choice to have children or not is 
reproductive control. This is especially relevant to marriage migrants due to their dependence 
on reproduction for rights as related to citizenship as explained before and the expectations of 
having offspring regardless of their personal feelings on the subject. However, strangely 
reproductive control and reproductive coercion are not included in legislation related to 
violence directed at women (Shin et al. 2019, 153). The authors further discuss that 
reproductive control and reproductive coercion violate women’s reproductive rights and that 
this often occurs in relationships with an imbalanced power hierarchy, but do not mention the 
specific situation of marriage migrants, even though this is exactly the type of relationship 
where imbalanced power relations are an issue and often lead to domestic violence. 
Additionally, marriage migrants are more vulnerable to reproductive control and coercion 
because they depend on reproduction for rights and acceptance. So while their specific 
situation and migration context asks for these kind of studies they are not explicitly considered 
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as a group to be covered in research. Moreover, since education on contraception and general 
sex education is mentioned as a way to prevent reproductive control, it should be considered if 
this would be deemed relevant information and a feasible option for female marriage migrants 
to have and how this type of educational programme would fit into the support programmes 
available to marriage migrants as these generally focus on supporting their reproductive labour 
and childcare.  
Human rights protection and motherhood 
Another issue related to managing reproduction and reproductive health is fertility, which is 
included in reproductive rights as the right to support with infertility (Lee Hwa-Seon, 2012). As 
the legal rights and status of marriage migrants depend on having Korean children, infertility 
could be a pressing issue (Kim, Karen L. 2017). However, this study refers to infertility as 
involuntary infertility or the inability to have children28. The choice not to have children or for 
example voluntary sterilization is not mentioned in the study. This is a blind spot when 
considering reproductive rights, particularly because Kim calls for more research on the impact 
of infertility on marriage migrants (Kim, Karen L. 2017, 24) but somehow does not seem to 
consider the broader issue of family planning, including access to contraception and/or 
remaining childless by marriage migrants’  or their husband’s choice.  
 
From the above overview of literature one can conclude that migrant women do not really get 
considered and incorporated into the discussion of reproductive rights and their specific 
situation, but rather centre Korean women as the norm. So even when it is brought up that 
women’s fertility has always been an issue of public debate despite it being a personal issue, 
the feminist discussion in Korea has failed to fully take into account migration and globalization 
(Ha Chŏng-Ok 2012). This is especially poignant since marriage migrants are welcomed with the 
aim of alleviating the falling birth rate crisis and its associated negative consequences  as well as 
their involvement in creating new families is considered to be the main reason that Korea is 
becoming a multicultural society. So when it comes to the women’s movement, discussion on 
reproductive rights have mainly centred on bodily autonomy (meaning if, when and how many 
children to have), reproductive health, safe pregnancies, anticonception, and whether abortion 
should be included in reproductive rights (Ha Chŏng-Ok 2012). These topics are undisputedly 
important and are of course relevant to all women, but carry a different nuance for marriage 
migrants.  
 
Human right infringements are almost exclusively connected to domestic abuse and trafficking 
concerns. Reproductive rights do come up in the form of maternal rights, which are important 
in matters of child custody. However, this is a very small section of reproductive rights and is 
                                                      
28 “[W]omen marriage migrants who find themselves infertile” (Kim, Karen L. 2017, 23). 
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also for the benefit of the children, not just the woman in question, who has been reduced to 
mother. Another way this focus on motherhood in the (very limited) discussion on the 
reproductive rights of female marriage migrants is Nah et al.’s analysis of a child abduction case 
by a marriage migrant (2016). In this study reproductive rights are discussed in the capacity the 
right to raise a child, and how the reproductive rights of marriage migrants should be protected 
in international law, specifically The Hague Convention on child abduction. This is a good 
example of an issue that is quite specific to marriage migrants, but one that also still falls inside 
the narrative of treating them as mothers. Additionally, the proposed change to The Hague 
Convention is based on the child’s right to care and looking at the child’s best interest, but not 
really basing it on a woman’s reproductive and maternal rights which are complicated by 
migration. In this study, it is argued that bearing children is a duty for marriage migrants instead 
of a right, and that if marriage migrants are not allowed to cross borders with their children this 
is a violation of their rights as mothers (Nah et al. 2016, 325). So while The Hague Convention 
“aims to safeguard the welfare of the child” (Nah et al. 2016, 339) it should not ignore the 
reproductive (maternal) rights of the mother. The study also raises the issue of gender equality 
in relation to patriarchal family customs in Korea. This case illustrates how reproductive rights 
are still largely interpreted as maternal rights, especially when it concerns marriage migrants 
who are still confined to the role of motherhood due to their specific mode of migration.  
In addition to the above mentioned studies there is another perspective that can be found in 
literature discussing this issue. As Yuval-Davis pointed out, “the positionings and obligations of 
women to their ethnic and national collectivities also affect and can sometimes override their 
reproductive rights” (Yuval-Davis 1996, 17). Yuval-Davis argues that states and nations exert 
control over reproduction by controlling women’s bodies. By labelling reproduction as desirable 
or undesirable, reproduction is either discouraged or stimulated, and this can vary among 
different groups of women, for example among ethnic lines or women with disabilities. 
Reproduction can also be considered undesirable if it happens  with people from an out-group. 
This is relevant to this thesis’ exploration of views on the case of marriage migrants in Korea. 
However, her article did not factor in migration. Since women are tasked with reproducing their 
own ethnic and national collectivities it is a rather different nuance for marriage migrants, who 
in fact do not fully belong in the nation (yet) because they are not a citizen and more often than 
not do not belong to the ethnic group of their new families.  
So when concerns on the protection of marriage migrants’ human rights are raised, these 
should include concerns over their reproductive rights, including the right to decide on whether 
to have children or not without coercion and/or intervention to do one thing or the other. 
States and nations are not the only ones to potentially benefit from controlling reproduction, 
leading to, for example, “strong pressure on Palestinian women to bear more children for the 
national struggle” (Yuval-Davis 1996, 22). This is similar to the situation of marriage migrants in 
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Korea, as these women experience pressure from their in-laws to bear children to secure and 
continue the family line and fulfil the expectation of a traditional Korean family, which is 
separate from the pressure to alleviate falling birth rates but ultimately benefits this endeavour 
as well. Therefore, a very important conclusion that is made in this study is that reproductive 
rights are not just important but vital to women’s rights (Yuval-Davis 1996, 23). 
 
Summary of findings 
Human rights are an obvious topic of concern due to the vulnerable position of marriage 
migrants in society. Many human rights related studies are solely focused on legislation, which 
in turn mostly deal with marriage brokers and indirectly with domestic violence on the topic of 
human rights. Logically, these topics are often discussed in research, alongside with the right to 
health. However, the full scope of reproductive rights remains underexposed, with most studies 
mainly discussing reproductive rights in the sense of maternal rights. Overall, when talking 
about the human rights and the protection of human rights of marriage migrants, research is 
confined to a handful of topics, while studies on reproductive rights and the protection of these 
in general do not consider the specific situation of marriage migrants. Studies tend to treat 
marriage migrants’ motherhood as a given and discuss the human rights of marriage migrants 
from the perspective of inevitable motherhood, the family (the rights of children), and 
protection from abuse and exploitation through trafficking. This is not the full picture and 
disregards the complexity of both the position of marriage migrants and the influence 
migration has on reproductive rights, as well as putting more importance on policies an sich 
than the influence and consequences legislation has on the lives of these women.  
The focus on marriage broker agencies in the context of human rights’ protection  can be 
explained because their involvement is seen as a cause of inequality in the marriage, which in 
turn will leave the marriage migrant more vulnerable to experiencing domestic abuse (Ahn Jean 
2013; Jeong Do-Hee 2012; Lee Mu-Seon 2014). This is where we can apply the concept of 
commodification of intimacy as a human rights concern, prompting the need for protection 
when certain aspects of migration are involved. 
Overall, the framing of human rights protection through legislation severely limits the scope of 
research and the reproductive rights that are discussed. While trafficking and domestic abuse 
are serious and valid concerns, as is the protection of maternal rights, research should also 
question the emphasis on motherhood without considering how marriage migration 
complicates, and might even make impossible, the decision to remain childless by choice. In the 
case of female marriage migrants marriage does carry the explicit expectation of reproduction, 
which is an infringement of their reproductive rights. If studies are written from a human rights 
perspective they should include what the human rights of marriage migrants are considered to 
be.  It should also include questions and offer insight  on why it is this way and on how we can 
expand the scope of these rights to include protection beyond their prescribed roles as wife 
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and mother. This would include a more in-depth discussion or qualitative approach of 
reproductive rights and why this should go beyond the narrative of motherhood (dealing with 
infertility issues, reproductive health, etc.).  
 
 
Conclusion 
The current status of the academic discussion on female marriage migrants in Korea does not 
directly integrate the question of how to deal with their reproductive rights. In this thesis an 
overview of literature demonstrating the lack of research on female marriage migrants which 
integrate reproductive rights is demonstrated by both English as well as Korean academic 
sources.  
 
Research does include the concept of reproductive labour, but the emphasis on motherhood is 
often taken for granted. As a result, motherhood and related labour is the implicit and explicit 
focus of government policies and dedicated governmental and NGO services, while 
reproductive labour is regarded by these organisational structures as a means or tool to 
motherhood. However, the influence this emphasis on reproductive labour has on reproductive 
rights of female marriage migrants as such are not questioned. When a marriage occurs it is 
assumed that there will be children. This assumption occurs not only on the side of the Korean 
state and is implicitly present in research, but is actually made by the marriage migrants 
themselves as well. For example, female marriage migrants use their respectable position as 
mothers to claim legitimacy in society and show their commitment to their Korean families.  
 
In the section on reproductive labour and citizenship, it is shown that not just migration but 
marriage migration specifically facilitates the explicit expectations of reproductive labour and 
reproduction, especially since female marriage migrants generally join families who expect 
them to neatly fit into the role of a traditional Korean wife, daughter-in-law, and mother based 
on the marriage migrants’ supposed lower status. This pressure on reproduction based on 
expectations of reproductive labour is magnified by the Korean government explicitly 
connecting the presence of female marriage migrants with the alleviation of the falling birth-
rate crisis through the creation of multicultural families. As a result the government mainly 
looks at multicultural families as a collective unit instead of the marriage migrants as 
individuals. Additionally, these multicultural families are regarded as what can crudely be 
described as ‘breeding grounds’ of a new type of Korean citizen who can give the nation an 
extra edge in the increasingly competitive global market. Looking at female marriage migrants 
through the lens of (the formation of) a multicultural society carries the risk of overlooking their 
specific issues, and especially  their reproductive rights.  
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Female marriage migrants are not just mothers who happen to be immigrants, they are 
immigrants who are expected to be mothers and will be awarded civic, judicial, and social rights 
when they achieve this status, which means that policies regarding female marriage migrants 
double down on their reproduction. By connecting the citizenship and social acceptance of 
marriage migrants to this instrumental and narrow idea of what they are supposed to be and 
the kind of labour they are supposed to provide, their reproductive rights are severely limited. 
This holds especially true for the right to decide on having children without coercion. However, 
research rarely mentions reproductive rights as connected with the reproductive labour they 
provide beyond pointing out that female marriage migrants mainly rely on reproduction to gain 
citizenship, naturalization, and legal rights. Research regards reproductive rights as contextual 
instead of taking reproductive rights as a separate topic to be discussed and examined. 
 
In the case of research on human rights protection there is a tendency to not just focus on 
analysing policy and legislation, but also to offer suggestions for improving them. While this is 
important as policies and legislation have real impacts on the lives and rights of migrant women 
through their application, to not go beyond legislation and potential improvements is to deny 
the complexity of the matter as policies are limited in their scope and do not cover the full 
experience and situation of any individual. Most human rights- and human rights protection-
related research focuses on how to protect female marriage migrants from domestic abuse and 
trafficking, reducing them to victims of gendered violence and denying them agency. While this 
is a serious issue that needs to be addressed, again not enough attention is given to the 
protection of the reproductive rights of marriage migrants, and how the effective denial of the 
full scope and range of reproductive rights inevitably harms migrant women. To push beyond 
the narrative of protecting abused and exploited women, research should take a broader 
approach that does not just look at the protection of human rights, but also which rights, 
including reproductive rights, are specifically associated with female marriage migrants and 
which ones are missing from that perspective. Additionally, studies on reproductive rights 
should go beyond the framework of human rights, and also include and how female marriage 
migrants themselves navigate related discourse.  
 
Based on the reasons mentioned above, it can be argued that female marriage migrants are 
basically considered to forfeit their reproductive rights through their motivation for migration 
because the Korean state, their Korean families, and they themselves as well see having a 
family and becoming a mother as fulfilling rightful expectations and inevitable to married life. 
As such, reproductive rights take up a disproportionately small space in related research. 
Instead of being a reason to forego looking into reproductive rights in detail, marriage 
migration should be a reason to examine how reproductive rights are complicated by 
assumptions based on gender, migration, and marriage more closely. This also illustrates that 
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gender equality is still a means away because real gender equality can only be achieved if and 
when this includes marginalized women in the fight for rights. Additionally, motherhood and 
reproductive labour are factors that can enforce gender inequality. This makes eradicating the 
discrepancy between various groups of women and the reproductive rights available to them 
more poignant. In order to achieve gender equality for all women in Korean society, 
reproductive rights should therefore be interrogated in the context of marriage and marriage 
migration specifically. Furthermore, the interrogation of who are ‘awarded’ with reproductive 
rights and the scope of these rights should be included in this discussion to increase its 
relevance and close the gap between research on reproductive rights and research on marriage 
migration. Most importantly, research should centre female marriage migrants and their 
experiences in order to acknowledge their complexity as individuals and add insights to the 
discussion beyond the current narrow scope of their reproductive ‘contribution’ to Korean 
families and societies and how this relates to policies and legislation. 
 
Finally, this thesis indirectly demonstrates that the incorporation of Korean-language studies is 
fundamental to getting a full picture of discourse, be it general or academic. For example in the 
specific case of the discussion on female marriage migrants in Korea human rights protection is 
mentioned in English-language studies, but rarely a topic of research on its own. However, in 
Korean-language literature this is treated in-depth as a separate subject to which quite a lot of 
attention is devoted. Therefore, it is important to integrate not just area-specific studies but 
non-English language resources into research as well to avoid overlooking relevant data and 
nuances in discourse.   
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